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To Freddie Kay-dah-zinne.


Cochise would have been proud of his great-great-grandson.









Introduction


Early one bright, windy April morning, my close friend John Walker and I trailered our horses south from Albuquerque to the ruins of old Fort Cummings, located in Luna County about twenty miles north of Deming, New Mexico. We did not come to see the fort, because almost nothing remains of the adobe structures after nearly 150 years of standing abandoned in the harsh New Mexico climate. Instead, we came to see why Fort Cummings was even built.


It was established at 11 p.m. on the night of October 2, 1863, by Captain Valentine Dresher, the commanding officer of Company B, First Infantry of the California Volunteers. He arrived and made camp at a permanent water source named Cooke’s Springs, just south of a narrow, rocky four-mile-long break in the mountains named Cooke’s Canyon. Both were named by General Philip St. George Cooke, who found them in 1846 while leading Brigham Young’s famous Mormon Battalion to California to fight in the Mexican–American War.


By 1863, however, both the water and the canyon were controlled by the Apaches, who were being led by an imposing and charismatic leader named Cochise. Between 1861 and 1863, he and his warriors are said to have ambushed and killed more than a hundred travelers and soldiers (some have put the number closer to four hundred) moving through Cooke’s Canyon. The Apaches knew the ancient volcanic peak as Dzil tan a tal, or “Mountain Holds Its Head Up Proudly.” It was, and still is, a beautiful, rugged mountain.


By the 1860s, the canyon had become an established shortcut along the primary travel route between southern New Mexico and California, leading through the heart of the Apache homeland. Indeed, because of Cochise, it became known as Massacre Canyon, and even Brigadier General James H. Carleton, the officer who ordered Dresher to construct Fort Cummings, described the canyon as the most dangerous place in all of New Mexico and Arizona.


Fort Cummings was created specifically to control Cochise, and John and I wanted to ride the very same trails he had ridden, touch the same rocks he had touched. It was a chilling experience. In the months preceding our ride, I had hiked deep into the Cochise Stronghold, his home in Arizona’s Dragoon Mountains. I had studied the rock cairns marking the gravesites of men the Apaches had killed at Dragoon Springs and had walked through Apache Pass, possibly standing in the very spot where Lieutenant George Bascom tried to take Cochise prisoner, the act that started the chieftain’s vicious war against the Americans.


I had ridden horseback in the Gila National Forest, almost certainly following a travel route used by Mangas Coloradas on his way to the Santa Rita del Cobre mines, and Walker and I had traced Victorio’s footsteps through his beloved Alamosa Canyon. We had then visited the ruins of Fort Craig, where soldiers had ridden out to fight Victorio and Cochise, as well as to engage General Henry H. Sibley’s Confederate troops in the Battle of Valverde on the Rio Grande, where Bascom was killed.


Everywhere I traveled, the ghosts were still present, but in Cooke’s Canyon, as we guided our horses slowly around the boulders and along the canyon wall, I kept expecting to see arrows flying through the air and hear gunfire echoing over the rocks. An isolated, elongated mound of small stones to one side almost certainly marked the gravesite of one of Cochise’s victims; not that many years ago, the remains of settlers’ wagons could still be found in the weeds and gullies at the mouth of the canyon.


The Apache Wars ranged across southern New Mexico and Arizona as well as into both Sonora and Chihuahua, Mexico, but to many, Massacre Canyon is considered one of the epicenters of the fighting: not just because Cochise made it so, but also because he and Victorio, Geronimo, and Mangas Coloradas, the four chieftains I profile in this book, all camped, hid, and fought there.


The canyon perfectly suited the Apache style of fighting, which primarily revolved around sudden, hidden ambushes when their unsuspecting foes were confined by the geography of the site, be it canyon walls, rivers and streams, or even deep gullies. All the Apache leaders, but particularly Cochise, learned to choose the locations of their ambushes so their own losses would be minimal. When they withdrew, their intimate knowledge of the land allowed them to seemingly disappear at will.
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Little remains today of Fort Cummings, which was built in 1863 specifically to control Cochise and protect travelers heading through Cooke’s Canyon.





Early in my research, I met Freddie Kay-dah-zinne, an historian for the Chiricahua Apaches, a tribal medicine man, and the great-great-grandson of Cochise. I cannot count the hours we spent together visiting and interviewing on the Mescalero Apache Reservation where he lived. Freddie was extremely gracious with his time and patience in answering my never-ending questions, not just about Cochise but also about the Apache culture in general during that particular time in history.


One day after lunch, in what had become our favorite tribal café, Freddie introduced me to another man whom I had only dreamed of meeting: Harlyn Geronimo, the great-grandson of the famous fighter Geronimo. Like Freddie, Harlyn is also a tribal medicine man, and he was also kind and gracious in talking to me, sometimes for entire afternoons during which time I barely moved in my chair. I took Harlyn and his wife Karen to dinner one night, but do not remember anything I ate because I was mesmerized by Harlyn’s stories of his great-grandfather’s life, things he admitted he had never told anyone else.


As Freddie had in our earlier conversations, Harlyn and Karen both described how religion played an important role in Apache life. The Apaches worshipped one god whom they called Ussen; many, especially tribal leaders, prayed to him several times daily. The Apaches believed Ussen had only made them caretakers of the Earth, and if they did not care for it properly, it would be taken from them. Thus, it is easy to understand why they instantly disliked the miners who flooded into their homelands with picks and shovels and destroyed the land they were charged to care for.


The Apaches also prayed for help when danger threatened. During our dinner at the Inn of the Mountain Gods in Ruidoso, Harlyn and Karen both described how Geronimo prayed for guidance when he and his band saw a long column of soldiers approaching the mountain where they were hiding. The story had been told to Karen by her grandmother Alberta, who was a young girl with Geronimo when it happened.


Knowing they had no chance to escape, Geronimo told his people to wait for him while he went to the mountaintop to pray. After a short time he returned and told the band to hide their horses in the rocky draws and behind boulders, and to just sit motionless beside the boulders. This they did, and the soldiers, often riding within twenty feet of the Apaches, never saw them.
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Cooke’s Canyon suited the Apache style of ambush fighting because it confined travelers into a relatively narrow area with little chance of escape. Cochise and his warriors are reported to have slain more than a hundred travelers moving through the canyon during a two-year period.





Other stories of their unwavering religious faith center around a warrior woman named Lozen, Victorio’s sister, who often rode with him and the other Apache men into battle. She had a special power, a gift given to her by Ussen, in which she would be shown where enemy soldiers were located, or the direction from which they were approaching. Lozen, it is said, would hold out her arms and slowly rotate in a circle while chanting a special prayer. When her arms began to tingle and perhaps turn reddish, it meant Ussen was telling her she was pointing in the right direction. Others could recite the same prayer, Kay-dah-zinne emphasized to me, but it would not be answered. Lozen, like Cochise, were themselves gifts to the Apaches from Ussen.


Another with a special god-given gift, or power, was Nana, the crippled warrior who stayed with Geronimo to the final surrender, suffered through his years of imprisonment in Florida and Alabama, and is buried with Geronimo at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Nana’s gift was his ability to locate ammunition for the warriors, and this is what Victorio had sent him to do when the chieftain was surrounded by Mexican soldiers and killed at Tres Castillos in 1880.


Finding ammunition was always a problem for the Apaches because during the years immediately following the Civil War, American cavalry units used various models of carbines in different calibers, and some military units still used percussion cap rifles. A photograph of Geronimo and three of his warriors, taken shortly after his surrender in 1886, shows Geronimo holding an 1873 Springfield long rifle, while two of his companions have 1873 Winchesters and the third holds an 1873 Springfield carbine. Thus, Nana often was forced to steal or trade not only for ammunition but also for weapons that used that particular ammunition. There are stories throughout the Southwest of Apaches trying to trade as many as two or three horses for a single box of rifle cartridges.


Both Harlyn and Freddie had, over the years, visited many of the battlefields and other sites made famous by their relatives, and their gentle guidance and suggestions certainly helped shape this book. Without their help, I know I would have ridden into more than one dead-end canyon. Walking or riding horseback through the sand, rocks, and greasewood that mark many of those sites today, a casual observer might judge it as land not worth fighting for, but to the Apaches all of it was land given to them by their god, a lesson they carried with them from their earliest childhood. They had been instructed not only to care for it but to love it, and they did.
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This small, isolated mound of rocks in the weeds of Cooke’s Canyon quite likely marks the grave of one of Cochise’s victims. The four-mile-long break in the mountains became part of the primary travel route for anyone heading west to Tucson or beyond, and the Apaches attacked those travelers so regularly it became known as Massacre Canyon.





The Apache Wars are a tragic story of a people who fought long and hard to keep their homeland and their culture despite decades of betrayal by enemies who never really wanted or seriously tried to understand them. There was vicious fighting from both sides, but there never were a lot of Apaches, and from the beginning they perhaps were destined for defeat. The concept of Manifest Destiny blew across the country like a winter blizzard and brought more Americans onto Apache soil than there were leaves on the cottonwood trees in Alamosa Canyon or rocks on the ground in Massacre Canyon.


When Geronimo finally surrendered in September 1886, his band numbered just thirty-four men, women, and children— the last Apaches who waged war against the United States. For more than five months, this tiny band had outrun and outfought five thousand American soldiers and three thousand additional Mexican troops, who during that nearly half a year never captured a single member of his band. A feat like this is all but incomprehensible in today’s world.


In this book, I tell the story of this amazing tribe and their equally amazing but historically elusive leaders. It is as much about a time—during which the longest war the United States has ever been involved in was waged—as it is about any single individual.


When an entire culture is destroyed as thoroughly as was that of the Apaches, the long-term loss to the victor always extends far beyond the casualties on the battleground. Many Apaches were killed or surrendered through the years of fighting, but you can decide whether they truly lost the war.


—Steve Price


Tijeras, New Mexico









CHAPTER 1


A SENSE OF PLACE


It was Tuesday, October 1, 1872, the time of year when nighttime temperatures in the Dragoon Mountains of southeast Arizona were cold but the days sunny and comfortable. Three hours after their dawn breakfast of fried bread and coffee, the men, including one-armed Brigadier General Oliver O. Howard; his aide-de-camp, Lieutenant Joseph A. Sladen; and one of their guides, the red-bearded Thomas J. Jeffords, were likely still sitting by their campfire.


At mid-morning their wait ended abruptly when an Apache warrior carrying a long war spear, his face daubed with black and vermilion dye, galloped full speed into the camp on horseback. Scarcely a dozen feet from the now standing white men, he pulled his horse up, jumped down, and ran to Jeffords, where the two embraced each other warmly like long-lost friends. His name was Juan, Jeffords explained, and he was the younger brother of the man they had come to meet, the chief of the Chiricahua Apaches named Goci, better known to Americans as Cochise.


Minutes later, four others arrived, led by a man wearing a yellow silk handkerchief around his black hair, who rode with unmistakable dignity. He dismounted very deliberately and, like Juan, greeted Jeffords like an old friend. Jeffords turned to General Howard and said, “General, this is the man; this is he.” The general extended his hand, and Cochise took it.


For this remarkable description of one of the most momentous meetings between white man and Indian in the entire history of the American West, but especially the Apaches in what would become the states of Arizona and New Mexico, we can thank Lieutenant Sladen. His book, Making Peace with Cochise: The 1872 Journal of Captain Joseph Alton Sladen (1997), provides an eyewitness account of the peace negotiations that took place over the next twelve days, there on the rocks and boulders in the Dragoon Mountains.


Cochise and his band of Chiricahua would move to a reservation established specifically for them along the Arizona-New Mexico-Mexico borders, and Jeffords would become their Indian agent. They would immediately halt their attacks against American citizens anywhere on US soil, and in return, the United States military would leave them alone as long as they obeyed these rules.


Specific details were never officially written or otherwise recorded. This was an agreement between two very principled men who trusted each other, and it brought peace to southern Arizona for the first time since 1860. Even after Cochise died in 1874, his oldest son Taza continued to maintain the agreement.


The peace lasted until June 1876, when mindless officials in Washington decided to abolish the Chiricahua Reservation that Howard and Cochise had established and move the band out of their mountainous home into a dry, rattlesnake-infested, and all but worthless chunk of Arizona desert named San Carlos. Other Apaches had already been sent there. The bureaucratic mindset of the time was to concentrate the Indians so they could more easily be managed and controlled. In this case, the move resulted in another full decade of violence between the Apaches and the US Army.


Located a hundred miles north of Tucson, San Carlos was considered the worst duty station in the Arizona Territory even among the military. Water, where it was available, was foul and stagnant. With summer temperatures regularly reaching 115 degrees Fahrenheit, little more than cactus grew in the blistering sand and rocks, and snakes and scorpions roamed freely during the night. Lieutenant Britton Davis, who would later negotiate one of Geronimo’s surrenders, described San Carlos simply as “Hell’s forty acres.”
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Pictures of Naiche, the younger son of Cochise, shown here, are most often used in place of Cochise, as there are no known photographs of the Apache chieftain. Cochise is said to have looked similar to Naiche. Ben Wittick Collection, Palace of the Governors Photo Archives, New Mexico, New Mexico Historical Museum





Some historians believe Cochise himself started the Apache War on February 4, 1861, at a place known as Apache Pass located just a few miles east of the rocks where he and Howard met. The pass is a seven-mile-long low divide between the Chiricahua and Dos Cabezas Mountains; it is along the shortest route between El Paso and Tucson, and because it had water, wood, and grass, it attracted miners, emigrants, mail carriers, the Butterfield Overland Mail Company, and the American military.


This was also the ancestral homeland of the Chiricahua, and because of Cochise’s request, General Howard had included it in their reservation agreement in 1872. On that fateful day eleven years earlier, however, a brash, inexperienced young second lieutenant named George N. Bascom met with the chief and mistakenly accused him of kidnapping a young American boy named Felix Ward.


Even though Cochise volunteered to try to get the boy back—another band of Apaches, the Coyoteros, had abducted him—Bascom was determined to keep the chief and his family hostage until somehow young Ward was recovered. Cochise slit open the tent where Bascom was holding him and managed to escape, but others in his family did not. The next day, Cochise met Bascom under a flag of truce, but nothing was settled, and in retaliation, Cochise’s warriors attacked the nearby Butterfield stage station. They killed one attendant and took another, James F. Wallace, hostage. Later that night, the Apaches attacked a wagon train entering Apache Pass, capturing three more Americans, nine Mexicans, and more than a dozen mules. They tied the Mexicans to the wagons and burned everything.


Once more, Cochise tried to negotiate with Bascom, offering Wallace and the three new hostages in exchange for his family. The young lieutenant again refused, and the next day the Apaches killed the four hostages. In response, Bascom released Cochise’s wife and infant son, but hanged Cochise’s brother Coyuntura and two of his nephews.


As historian Edwin R. Sweeney writes in his introduction to Sladen’s published journal, Bascom’s actions “aroused a passionate hatred of Americans in Cochise, and touched off the fierce conflict between him and the Americans that was to last throughout the 1860s. His antagonism for Americans became legendary. It mattered little that only a few Americans had betrayed him; he hated them all.” Cochise himself is reported to have told General Howard that he put all the blame on Bascom for starting the resulting years of warfare.


This event has gone down in history as the Bascom Affair, and while it escalated the violence between the Apaches and the US military—an intense and bloody revenge and retaliatory type of warfare that would continue across the Southwest for the next quarter century—different bands of Apaches had already been fighting encroachment into their lands for nearly 250 years.


According to the oral traditions of the Apaches, they have always been in this hot, rocky, seemingly endless land of deserts, mountains, and far horizons. They do not believe they migrated southward from Canada or even across the Bering land bridge, as anthropologists hypothesize. In the Apache religion, their god created the world and placed the Apaches in it, specifically at a spot known today as Ojo Caliente, a crystal clear, 110-degree-Fahrenheit warm spring located in a shaded side valley of Alamosa Creek in the upper end of Alamosa Canyon, approximately fifty miles north of what is now the city of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. The canyon had—and still has—not only water, but also abundant wild game for food as well as rolling mountains for protection.


Historically, Alamosa Canyon, also known as Warm Springs, was visited by all of the great Apache war chiefs at one time or another. It is almost certainly the birthplace of at least one of those chieftains, Victorio, as well as his legendary warrior sister Lozen. An Apache reservation and Indian agency was eventually established there about half a mile from the spring. On April 21, 1877, Geronimo was captured there.


From Alamosa Canyon, according to the oral tradition, other groups of Apaches gradually moved to different areas they believed their god had assigned to them. The Apaches never thought of themselves as a single tribe like the Comanche or Sioux. They were simply groups of related people, and over time, these different bands became known as the Mescalero, the Jicarilla, the Lipan, the Chiricahua, and others. In the case of the Chiricahua, the group was further divided into smaller bands, including the Chihenne, the Chokonens, the Bedonkohes, and the Nednhis, each of whom lived in a different area.
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Alamosa Canyon, also known as Ojo Caliente, or Warm Springs, is considered by the Apaches to be their ancestral home. According to their oral traditions, their god Ussen created the world and put the Apaches there. Over time, different groups of Apaches gradually moved into different areas of the Southwest.





The Chihenne were the largest, and remained at Warm Springs and Alamosa Canyon; the Chokonens settled in the Dragoon Mountains of southeast Arizona, where Cochise rose to fame; the Bedonkohes moved into the Mogollon and Tularosa Mountains along the Gila River in western New Mexico, where Geronimo was born; and the Nednhis eventually migrated into the Sierra Madre Mountains of northern Mexico, where Juh became their last war chief.


This is how the concept of home, or sense of place, became so critically important in Apache beliefs. They did not consider themselves owners of the land, only caretakers of it, and if they did not respect the land, they believed it would be taken away from them. What matters most to Apaches, Keith Basso writes so eloquently in his essay, “Wisdom Sits in Places,” contained in Frances H. Kennedy’s historical guidebook, American Indian Places (2008), is where something occurred, not when it occurred.


“Long before the advent of literacy, places served humankind as durable symbols of distant events and as indispensable aids for remembering and imagining them—and this convenient arrangement, ancient but not outmoded, is with us still today,” he writes. “What people make of their places is closely connected to what they make of themselves as members of society and inhabitants of the earth . . . if placemaking is a way of constructing the past, it is also a way of constructing social traditions and in the process, personal and social identities.”


To better understand how this sense of place has affected the Apache lifestyle over the centuries, I drove from my home near Albuquerque to the Mescalero Apache Reservation to visit with Freddie Kay-dah-zinne, the director of the Mescalero Museum and Cultural Center and a well-known Apache historian. He was himself a Chiricahua. He was nearing seventy when he and I first met, but was still very active in tribal affairs. He frequently performed certain ceremonies and sang special Apache songs that date back for generations.


He was a big man, with his black hair pulled together in a small, thin ponytail almost hidden under a baseball cap. When he described an oral tradition, he spoke slowly in short, clear sentences and often interjected Apache words, as if to emphasize certain points. In addition to being a tribal medicine man and one of the few who could still speak fluent Apache, he was also the great-great-grandson of Cochise.
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Alamosa Canyon today still has huge cottonwood trees along part of the old stream shoreline. Because much of the canyon is privately owned today, a lot of the water is used for irrigation.





“We call ourselves N’de or Dine, which mean ‘the people,’” he began, “but there were many groups of us, and we all had different names, and nearly always those names described where we were from. It was about place more than any other characteristic. There were ‘big water people,’ ‘plains people,’ and ‘red paint people.’


“Each group had its own identity but we all spoke the same language. There are different ideas on where the word ‘Apache’ comes from, maybe from another tribe like the Zuni, or from something in Spanish that the white man changed so he could pronounce it.


“I was taught that my people have always been here, that we never came from anywhere else, and you ask, ‘How do you know that?’ Our answer is that in our ceremonial stories, we talked about dinosaurs and elephants (wooly mammoths) many centuries before the white man arrived. We had words to describe these creatures, but no one believed us until the modern archaeologists found dinosaur bones and elephant bones where we lived.”


The land and places the Apache lived is known as Apacheria, a word that shows up on Spanish maps dating as early as 1710. It stretched roughly from the San Andres Mountains east of the Rio Grande in New Mexico westward to present-day Tucson, northward across the Gila and Salt Rivers, and a thousand miles southward into the Mexican states of Sonora and Chihuahua. There were steep mountains, flat-topped mesas and rock-filled canyons, dry deserts and waterless plains, rushing rivers and clear bubbling springs, thick oak and piñon forests, and rolling prairies.


It was, and is, a land of stark contrasts, harsh and unforgiving while at the same time pristine and serene. It was also a land of seemingly endless monetary wealth, especially in the form of gold, silver, and copper. The Apaches, of course, had no use for any of these minerals, but the white man did, and his search for wealth in the ground broke one of the cardinal rules of the Apache religion and thus their sense of place—destroying Mother Earth.


The encroachment for this wealth began in 1540 with the initial exploratory expedition of Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, which took him across the Southwest, through the heart of the Apache homelands in Arizona and New Mexico. Coronado was looking to duplicate the feat Hernando Cortes had accomplished just nineteen years earlier when he defeated the Aztecs in Mexico. Even more recently—in 1533—Francisco Pizarro had conquered the Incas in Peru.


Both of these conquests had resulted in vast fortunes of gold and silver for Spain, and Coronado himself was searching for what had been described to him as the “seven cities of gold,” located somewhere in the region he was exploring. There is some indication he encountered his first Indians along the Gila River, but Pedro de Casteneda, the chronicler of the Coronado expedition, spends more time describing Indians they saw the following year, either in far northeast New Mexico, further east in the Texas Panhandle, or slightly further north in Oklahoma.


It is questionable whether these nomads were Apaches, and most historians doubt they were. These tribesmen lived off buffalo, Casteneda wrote, and followed the herds wherever they went. The only Apache tribe in that general region that followed the buffalo were the Lipan. Regardless of whom the explorer may have met, he did not return to Mexico with any of his hoped-for riches. Many, in fact, dubbed his two-year odyssey a complete failure for that reason.


Coronado was followed in 1598 by the conquistador Juan de Onate, who established the first Spanish colony in New Mexico, which he named San Gabriel, at San Juan Pueblo on the Rio Grande, north of what is now the city of Santa Fe. This marked the true beginning of the encroachment, but for the first century after their initial contact, the Apache lifestyle remained largely unchanged except for one major and profound difference. Sometime early in the seventeenth century, perhaps within a dozen years of Onate’s arrival, the Apaches acquired their first horses.


Many believe those horses came from one or more of the Pueblo tribes that were being subjugated by the Spanish to work for them as they took over the pueblos. This forced labor included caring for horses and, in many instances, learning to ride them. Even though King Carlos V of Spain had earlier banned the enslavement of natives, his decree was broken with regularity. The practice grew into a lucrative slave trade that continued for more than two centuries and included Apaches who were frequently taken as children and sold in Mexico.


For the most part, the Apaches learned to stay away from the Spanish missions because of fear of enslavement, but they still met clandestinely with the Pueblos, who gave or traded horses to them and probably showed them how to ride. It did not take the Apaches long to learn how to manage horses themselves, and within a few years they were among the finest horsemen North America has ever produced.


With horses came a new sense of power, freedom, and wealth. Because they were now more mobile, they could raid easier and faster for things they needed. Both the Pueblos and the Spanish became primary targets for cattle, horses, various foods, firearms, and pretty much whatever else they could grab on the run. When the Pueblo tribes successfully revolted against the Spanish in 1680, thousands of head of Spanish cattle and horses were simply turned loose, and the Apaches certainly captured their share as the Spanish retreated southward to El Paso and beyond.


The Spanish returned to New Mexico a dozen years later, but by then the Apaches had become not only highly skilled raiders but adept traders as well. The very things they raided for became valuable trade items, and vast trading networks between tribes spread both northward through the Rockies and southward into the Mexican states of Sonora and Chihuahua.


Something else became part of the Apache culture during this time, which was a style of retaliatory warfare. A raid for cattle by the Apaches, for instance, might lead to a military retaliation by the victims, such as the Mexicans (and later, the Americans). When this happened, and particularly if an Apache life was lost, the band retaliated in force. This is exactly how Cochise reacted when Lieutenant Bascom refused his offer to exchange Butterfield Overland Mail employee James Wallace for his relatives.


On April 11, 1821, when Mexico gained its independence from Spain, the moment signaled not only the end of Spanish rule in the Southwest, but also the real beginning of the American encroachment into Apacheria. Prior to this date, Spain had prohibited any serious relations between New Mexico and the United States. Adventurers, explorers, and other Americans were often imprisoned if caught trespassing.


The first to arrive in New Mexico after independence were men like William Becknell, who blazed the trail from Missouri to Santa Fe with a wagon train filled with trade goods. He arrived on November 16 of that year, quickly sold his goods, and headed back to Missouri for more. In so doing, as David Weber notes in The Taos Trappers (1968), Becknell became known as the father of the Santa Fe trade. His route became the Santa Fe Trail.


Becknell’s group was followed just two weeks later by John McKnight, Thomas James, and a group of trappers who planned to search for beaver throughout the southern Rockies. The village of Taos, located about seventy miles north of Santa Fe, had been a popular jumping-off point for Spanish trappers for more than a century, due to its close proximity to a number of major rivers and their tributaries flowing south out of Colorado. After the region was opened to American trappers, many of the mountain men who were working the northern Rockies ventured south to Taos to spend their winters.


In The Taos Trappers, a richly detailed history of the fur trade in the Southwest, Weber quotes Harvey Fergusson’s 1927 work, Wolf Song, which describes some of the attractions Taos offered to the mountain men: “Taos was a place where corn grew and women lived. Sooner or later every man in the mountains came to Taos. They came to it from as far north as the Red and as far south as the Gila. They came to it like buffalo to a salt lick across thousands of dangerous miles. Taos whiskey and Taos women were known and talked about on every stream in the Rockies. More than any other place, Taos was the heart of the mountains.”


The Apaches, along with several other tribes, including the Utes and Comanches, also came to Taos, but for a different reason. Several times a year, mainly in mid to late summer, the tribes came to trade. The largest gatherings were dangerous, often short-tempered extravaganzas during which hundreds of horses, mules, weapons, tools, pots, hides, baskets of food, captured enemy slaves, and bottles of local whiskey—known as Taos Lightning—exchanged hands. Even though the tribes, and especially the Apaches, disliked dealing with Mexicans, a peace was declared during the days of the Fair.


The Apaches hated the Mexicans, particularly those in Sonora, where by 1835 the government was paying bounties for any Apache scalp, even those of women and children; their stated policy was one of genocide of the Apaches. Efforts to establish peace were repeatedly refused by Mexican officials. Other times, tribal members were brought in under the guise of establishing a treaty, then murdered.


This continued for years, with both sides showing no quarter. Cochise’s father is believed to have been killed this way, for example, and on March 5, 1851, in a similar raid on a peaceful Apache encampment, the mother, wife, and three children of Geronimo were killed. For the rest of their lives, both Cochise and Geronimo harbored a fierce hatred for any Mexicans, regardless of where they encountered them.


In 1846, the United States began waging its own war with Mexico, defeating them two years later after a strange, hard-fought, but largely misunderstood conflict known to history as the War with Mexico. In defeat, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo conceded some 525,000 square miles of Mexican territory to the United States.


Although the Apaches at this time had no comprehension of such boundaries, they would be affected throughout the remainder of the century by Mexico’s defeat. The land Mexico gave up included most of the present-day states of New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, California, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming—not quite all of Apacheria.


Ever since the presidency of Thomas Jefferson and the Lewis and Clark expedition to explore Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase, Americans had begun believing in a romantic notion that came to be known as Manifest Destiny, in which the United States was destined to expand its control over all the territory between the Mississippi and the Pacific. Nothing could have established the course of history more for the Apaches and, indeed, all the nomadic tribes of the American West. The 1846 War with Mexico was largely driven by Manifest Destiny.


The credit for coining the term Manifest Destiny is given to several individuals, but primarily to John O’Sullivan in 1845. O’Sullivan wrote an editorial in the July-August issue of the Democratic Review using the term to urge readers (primarily Congress) to advocate for westward expansion. At practically the same time, a similar article appeared in the New York Morning News, and since O’Sullivan was the editor of both publications, most believe he wrote it, as well.


The Gadsden Purchase of 1854, in which the United States obtained more than twenty-nine thousand additional square miles of southern Arizona and southwestern New Mexico, provided the final huckleberry, or last nail in the coffin, for the Apaches. The United States wanted the land for the construction of a transcontinental railroad, and Mexico was willing to sell because the country was in financial and political turmoil under the presidency of former military general Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna. The price was $10 million.


The acquisition included land west of the Rio Grande and south of the Gila River, quite probably the birthplaces of two Apaches who would play prominent roles in future relations with the Americans, Mangas Coloradas and Geronimo. It also included the Dragoon Mountains that Cochise would call home.


Each of these events contributed in part to the decades of warfare that were to follow across the Southwest. Explorers, settlers, and prospectors, all looking for a new start in life or to strike it rich, poured into Apacheria. Mining was particularly encouraged by the American government, regardless of where the riches lay. In the years immediately following the Civil War, the country was on the verge of bankruptcy and desperate for all the gold it could get to pay down the war debt. Whenever gold or silver was discovered in Apacheria, even more outsiders flooded in to stake their claims.




[image: images]


When they were on the move, which was frequently, the Apaches built very simple shelters like this one out of available brush and grass, known as wikiups. When forced to leave quickly, they simply left them behind.





Not only the Apaches but also the Comanches and other tribes had no choice but to resist, as they watched the land change before their eyes. Less than five years after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the army had spent an estimated $12 million and posted nearly eight thousand troops along the new border with Mexico in efforts to protect the wagon trains filled with new settlers. Fort Buchanan, along Sonoita Creek in southern Arizona, had been established on November 17, 1856, and because the fort brought a measure of stability of the area, even more miners and settlers came in.


To make matters even worse, General William Tecumseh Sherman, who in the summer of 1866 was named commander of the Military Division of the Missouri, seriously doubted any lasting peace between the whites and Indians could be achieved. In his view, Indians should either be killed outright or confined to reservations of the army’s choosing.


Years later, Sherman, frustrated with his army’s inability to get the Apaches under control, would be quoted as saying that they ought to have another war with Mexico to make them take back the land—and the Apaches—they’d conceded back in 1846.


The Apache sense of place was essentially their culture, explained Freddie Kay-dah-zinne. Because this tribal sense of place formed such a major part of their religion as well as their entire lifestyle, it was only natural the Apaches fought so hard to keep it. “The Indians were fighting to halt the increasing intrusion of whites into their hunting grounds,” write Bob Drury and Tom Clavin in The Heart of Everything That Is (2013).


“The simplicity of this oft-stated purpose eluded Sherman. The Army never understood the chieftains they were fighting,” the authors continue, “nor Indian warfare in general. Some generals never learned that the strategies employed at Bull Run or Gettysburg would not work in the Southwest.”


It is worth noting, perhaps, as Drury and Clavin point out, that American–Indian warfare did not originate with the Apaches. That warfare really began on April 21, 1607, the first time European emigrants set foot in the New World. On that day, Captain Christopher Newport led about twenty of the first permanent English settlers ashore near what was to become Virginia’s Jamestown Colony.


After a full day of exploring the immediate area without seeing any other human beings, they were ambushed by Indians, with two men being wounded by arrows.


Freddie Kay-dah-zinne related another story out of the Chiricahua oral history. “There was an Indian,” he recited, “who was sitting high on a mountain far way. This Indian said he looked toward the sun and he saw a little bug coming from far, far away, where the sun was coming up in the east. The bug was yellow, like the color of the sun, and it was moving closer and closer and closer. Then he saw that the bug was hairy. “And he saw that the bug started to build something like a web all around him. Slowly, then all of a sudden, he was closed in. He was trapped. He realized he was being placed on a reservation and that the little hairy bug was a white man.”
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“Once you begin reading Riding With Cochise, you'll find it hard to put down.”

—TOM JENKINS, author of Where Custer Fell,
a Native American Perspective
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